This paper offers some ideas for the establishment of community-designed, -operated, and -evaluated food and nutrition surveillance systems, in support of food security of the poor and bottom-up planning processes for socio-economic development in Central America. Current social processes are opening up opportunities for the poor to play a greater role in solving poverty problems and to contribute to their own food security. Community-based food and nutrition surveillance systems should be seen as an instrument of socioeconomic development.
The current state of food and nutrition surveillance in Central America
The predominant current view in Central America regarding food and nutrition surveillance is that its main purpose is policy and programme advocacy in relation to improving the nutritional status of low-income populations. What have been explicitly identified as food and nutrition surveillance activities have largely been confined to the health sector, using health and nutritional status indicators for the identification of population groups at some degree of risk of undernutrition. Recently, macro-level tools such as food-balance sheets and basic-food-basket analysis have also been considered as relevant instruments of food and nutrition surveillance.
Under the aegis of a regional and EEC-supported food-security programme, efforts are being initiated in some countries to integrate sectoral information systems into a public-sector network in support of food-security activities. Much of the recent technical discussion among public-sector agencies has centred on organizational structures, indicators to be generated, and needed infrastructures for data processing and analysis. What has been largely absent from these discussions is a careful consideration of the use of surveillance data, and of the mull-functional dimensions of food and nutrition surveillance systems as proposed by the FAO and other agencies [1] .
Food and nutrition surveillance systems are seen as supporting public-sector, top-down planning processes and as a basis for sectoral actions in the form of national programmes. Information routinely or periodically generated at the community level is rarely fed back in support of local decision making and action taking. Serious operational bottlenecks at national levels related to data processing and analysis have greatly limited the effective use to which the eventually disseminated information is put. Lack of clarity in the definition of the functions of the surveillance systems and of operational concepts and implementation procedures, as well as "territorial,, concerns among public-sector agencies, have prevented the Central American countries from organizing such a system as a basis for multisectoral decision making and action taking in the short and long run. It is difficult to see how surveillance activities to date have contributed effectively to the food security of the poor in Central America.
Socio-economic development, popular participation, and food and nutrition surveillance
Socio-economic development may be viewed as the full achievement of human potentiality in both material and spiritual terms. Food security at all times is a highpriority component of socio-economic development, in fact an essential pre-condition. Food and nutrition surveillance is an operational instrument to achieve food security for all members of society, and thus an instrument of socioeconomic development.
It has been recognized for some time that popular participation is essential for development, and that development is in fact participation [2] . This idea found formal expression in 1979 in the declaration of the World Conference for Agrarian Reform and Rural Development, which stated in part: "Rural development strategies can realize their full potential only through the motivation, active involvement and organization at the grass-roots level of rural people. . . in conceptualizing and designing policies and programmes,, [2] . This focus has since then guided the development work of UN specialized agencies, and of some international and 2 Community-based food and nutrition surveillance national non-governmental organizations, though often it has not been put into effective operation.
Popular participation occurs essentially in two ways. In the first, certain groups are organized in order to participate in development activities designed and operated from above, often by a public-sector agency. Participation is seen as making the outcome of the activities more effective in accordance with criteria adopted by central planners, and may consist of community members providing free labour services or material goods for development projects. The second type of participation is a bottom-up process that results in grass-roots organization and allows the poor to take major responsibility for their own development in accordance with their own perceived needs. As part of the process the poor are better equipped to formulate and express their needs and their priorities for actions, and to participate technically in designing and implementing development activities, thus over time decreasing their dependence on external technical and financial sources of development assistance.
It is my contention that there is a role for food and nutrition surveillance in fostering socio-economic development with grass-roots-level participation. This role has not yet been recognized in Central America. Economic growth is often confused with socioeconomic development, and participatory processes are only seen as necessary in order to increase the local impact of national and regional social action and development programmes. However, new social and political currents start to create space for effective community organization at grass-roots levels in support of bottom-up development activities. This is probably even more true for populations living in marginal urban areas than for the rural poor. Nevertheless, food and nutrition surveillance activities, if designed, operated, and evaluated by communities organized at the grass-roots level, can in turn strengthen development-oriented participation processes and contribute significantly to the food security of the poor and their socioeconomic development.
Such activities by the community should result in an understanding of the factors that produce food and nutrition problems and should provide a basis for self-determination and implementation of solutions in accordance with the aspirations collectively held by the community and within the broad context of socioeconomic development.
The implementation process
The following should be the principal functions of community-based food and nutrition surveillance systems: a. to provide early warning signals that will allow the community to take preventive actions when acute hunger conditions arise;
b. to provide the community with technical bases with which to plan poverty-alleviation, economicsurvival, and community-development strategies and to formulate and implement social-action and development programmes and projects aimed at improving the short-and long-term food security of the poor; c. to provide the community with systematic and continuous information to monitor and evaluate its programmes and projects; and d. to provide the community with data with which to obtain political commitments for development assistance, and with which to mobilize external and community resources for programmes and projects in accordance with priorities established by the community. The community should set priorities as to what basic functions should be emphasized in the initial design of the systems. For example, communities that frequently suffer from acute food shortages may wish to emphasize the system's early-warning function.
No operational blueprint is possible of communitydesigned, -operated, and -evaluated food and nutrition surveillance systems. Inherently, they are not necessarily duplicable, although they may coincidently have elements in common. This may be partly the result of a demonstration effect among communities that are in contact, especially those that face similar poverty problems or acute hunger conditions. The role of external (to the community) technical assistance should be to help to create the necessary conditions so that the community can effectively manage, use, and evaluate the system. This may take the form of training community members in data recording, tabulation, and interpretation, establishing certain infrastructure for data processing and analysis, or technical assistance with the design of the system. In general, the system should be simple and flexible in design and should contemplate incorporating qualitative information, not only quantitative data. The former has the advantage of often serving more effectively as a basis for rapid decision making or action taking, especially in situations that do not allow or require in-depth study of underlying causes. The system should be flexible enough so that it can continuously be adjusted in accordance with the current data needs of the community. The sequence of different stages of the implementation process might be as follows: a. identification by the community of its food and nutrition problems, their dimensions and underlying causes, and available resources;
b. identification and establishment of priorities for community actions in the immediate, medium, and long term to solve the identified problems; c. identification of information needs for the support of decision making and action taking by the community; d. design of the community-based food and nutrition surveillance system with external technical assistance; e. creation of the necessary technical and logistical conditions for the effective functioning of the system; f. implementation and operation of the system by the community; g. continuous evaluation of the system by the community, and continuous identification and application of needed adjustments in the system. During the first stage, the community collectively thinks about and discusses its food and nutrition problems, their immediate causes, and what priorities should be given to solving them. For this process of diagnosis the community may use existing data and decide to obtain other information applying simple data-collection techniques. External technical assistance may facilitate this process. In participatory sessions the community decides on courses of actions and sets priorities. Identifying and assigning priorities to problems and courses of action constitute the bases for identifying information needs, and thus for the design of the information system. At this stage external technical assistance may be required in the forms of training of community members, technical help with validation of the system, infrastructure, etc. Once the system is operational, it should be evaluated continuously by the community. For this purpose, some operational indicators should be included that will allow the system's performance to be monitored as a basis for making adjustments over time.
Conclusions
Community-designed, -operated, and -evaluated food and nutrition surveillance systems should not be seen as the only information systems in support of national food security. Decision making and action taking in relation to food security and socio-economic development take place at different levels and require information at those levels, including macro-level information and data obtained at the community level and integrated at aggregate levels (e.g. , local, regional, national). But in Central America, as in other parts of the developing world, food and nutrition surveillance should not be limited to supporting top-down processes of decision making and action taking related to food security and socio-economic development. In view of the diminishing capacity of the public sectors to provide technical and financial solutions to poverty problems, there is an increasing need for the poor to be able to determine and take responsibility for their course of development.
Once operational, the surveillance systems are likely to be effective because they allow firm integration of information-generating activities with decision making and action taking; they may strengthen community organization at the grass-roots level, which in turn will aid the social development process; they increase the effectiveness of external resources in contributing to the community's food security and socio-economic development; and they mobilize community resources in a more rational way.
The firm integration of information-generating activities with decision making and action taking ensures that the information can be transformed rapidly into decisions, and that it is appropriate and leads to actions that are relevant to local conditions and in accordance with the aspirations and priorities established by the poor themselves.
Community organization does not take place in a vacuum. It is generated as a need and often constitutes a pre-condition for taking actions. To the extent that these systems serve as a catalyst for strengthening community organizations at the grass-roots level, they contribute also indirectly to the social development process by making other actions at the community level more effective, whether undertaken with external or community-based resources. The community becomes better equipped to define what resources are needed in accordance with the priorities with which actions are to be taken, the timing of resource use, etc., thus increasing their impact. Depending on the process by which they are designed and operated, surveillance systems can be instruments that allow the communities to understand their own reality and thus take greater responsibility in charting their own development course.
